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(57) ABSTRACT

A single-exposure high dynamic range (HDR) image sensor
utilizes a charge amplifier having two different charge-to-
voltage conversion capacitors that read a single photodiode
charge during a two-phase readout operation. The first
capacitor has a lower capacitance and therefore higher con-
version gain (sensitivity), and the second capacitor has a
higher capacitance and therefore lower conversion gain (sen-
sitivity). The two-phase readout operation samples the pho-
todiode charge twice, once using the high sensitivity capaci-
tor and once using the low sensitivity capacitor. The high
sensitivity readout phase provides detailed low light condi-
tion data but is saturated under brighter light conditions, and
the low sensitivity readout phase provides weak data under
low light conditions but provides high quality image data
under brighter light conditions. The final HDR image is cre-
ated by combining both high and low sensitivity images into
a single image while giving each of them the correct weighted
value.
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1
SINGLE-EXPOSURE HIGH DYNAMIC
RANGE CMOS IMAGE SENSOR PIXEL WITH
INTERNAL CHARGE AMPLIFIER

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

This invention relates to CMOS image sensors, and more
particularly to High Dynamic Range (HDR) CMOS image
sensors suitable for single exposure (e.g., X-Ray) applica-
tions.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Sensor arrays are used, for example, in video cameras, and
generally include a two dimensional array of pixels that is
fabricated on a substrate. Each pixel includes a sensing ele-
ment (e.g., a photodiode) that is capable of converting a
portion of an optical (or other radiant source) image into an
electronic (e.g., voltage) signal, and access circuitry that
selectively couples the sensing element to control circuits
dispose on a periphery of the pixel array by way of address
and signal lines. In CMOS image sensors, which represent
one type of sensor array, metal address and signal lines are
supported in insulation material that is deposited over the
upper surface of a semiconductor substrate, and positioned
along the peripheral edges of the pixels to allow light to pass
between the metal lines to the sensing elements through the
insulation material. As with other sensor arrays, CMOS
image sensors typically contain millions of pixels which
transform photons coming from a photographed scene into
millions of corresponding voltage signals, which are stored
on a memory device and then read from the memory device
and used to regenerate the optical image on, for example, a
liquid crystal display (LCD) device.

Large area sensor arrays are used for medical imaging
applications, and have many requirements that are not always
applicable to “normal” (e.g., video camera) sensor arrays.
First, large area image sensors must have pixel arrays that
area much larger than “normal” arrays, both in the sense that
the pixels are larger and total array area is very large. Second,
large area sensor arrays must be able to operate in both a high
resolution, low frame rate operating mode (e.g., to facilitate
x-ray imaging) and in a low resolution, high frame rate oper-
ating mode (e.g., to facilitate scanning operation). In addition,
high end analog performance such as noise and linearity is
required. Finally, the cost of the large area sensor arrays must
be minimal without performance compromise.

Conventional large area image sensors for medical x-ray
applications are currently produced using a-Si:H technology
and CMOS technology. Active Pixel TFT arrays that utilize
a-Si:H technology typically include a 1T pixel including a
photo-diode and a single transfer transistor. The TFT pixels
typically transfer their charges to an off-chip charge amplifier
(e.g., using one amplifier per column). A problem with this
approach is that large arrays are sensitive to signal noise, and
it is not possible using current a-Si:H technology to integrate
a charge amplifier at the pixel level.

Large area CMOS image sensors overcome the problems
associated with sensors that use a-Si:H technology in that the
CMOS process allows for the inclusion of amplifier circuits
within each pixel. However, some conventional large area
CMOS image sensors utilize pixel level amplifiers that are
formed in an integrator configuration, i.e., such that there is a
current source per integrator. Therefore, a problem with this
conventional large area CMOS image sensor approach is that
power consumption may be too high for practical large pixel
array applications. Other MOS based large area image sen-
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2

sors use charge amplifiers having complex circuitry and con-
trol signals that degrade production yields and, as a result,
profitability. In addition, this complex circuitry reduces pixel
fill-factor, which means less light will be collected and SNR
will be degraded.

High dynamic range (HDR) imaging allows for high qual-
ity image with both low and high light conditions in the same
scene. At least one conventional HDR imaging architecture,
e.g., as described in U.S. Pat. No. 7,075,049, Rhodes, Dual
Conversation Gain Imagers, utilizes a dual conversion gain
approach to obtain the desired HDR imaging results under
different lighting conditions i.e., see Rhodes claim 1. The
conventional approach described in Rhodes is based on the
well known fully pinned 4T pixel scheme and not charge
amplifier configuration. The implementation of an HDR
scheme based on dual gain using fully pinned 4T scheme
suffers from a few drawbacks. The process needed for fully
pinned photodiode with good transfer characteristics is usu-
ally involved and expensive. It is hard to achieve large full
well capacity, in the range of several hundred thousand elec-
trons and more, which are needed for instance in X-ray appli-
cations, and the transfer time for large photodiodes in the
range of tens of micrometers can be quite long (tens of micro-
seconds) limiting the speed of the sensor. All those are
removed in the present invention. The present invention pre-
serves the low noise using partially pinned photodiode, and
uses the dual gain in a similar way to achieve the high
dynamic range performance. However, the partially pinned
photodiode needs only two additional implant layers. Fur-
thermore, the charge amplifier scheme transfer charge with-
out the need to transfer the actual collected electrons in the
diode as there are many free electrons in the diode area which
is not pinned. This is much faster process and does not limit
the sensor speed.

What is needed is a low cost, large area CMOS image
sensor with high end analog performance that overcomes the
problems associated with conventional large area image sen-
sors while allowing for HDR performance.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention is directed to a single-exposure high
dynamic range (HDR) image sensor in which each pixel
utilizes a charge amplifier having two or more different
charge-to-voltage conversion capacitors that are used to mea-
sure a single photodiode charge during a multi-phase readout
operation. In one embodiment a first “high sensitivity”
capacitor of the charge amplifier has a lower capacitance and
therefore higher conversion gain (sensitivity), and a second
“low sensitivity” capacitor has a higher capacitance and
therefore lower conversion gain (sensitivity). The multi-
phase readout operation samples each photodiode charge two
or more times (i.e., the charge generated by a single light
exposure is sampled at least twice), where the high sensitivity
capacitor is used at least once during a high sensitivity read-
out phase to convert the photodiode charge to a high sensitiv-
ity image voltage, and the low sensitivity capacitor (or a
combination of the high and low capacitors) is used during a
low sensitivity readout phase to convert the photodiode
charge to a low sensitivity image voltage. The high sensitivity
readout phase provides detailed low light condition data but is
saturated under brighter light conditions, and the low sensi-
tivity readout phase provides weak data under low light con-
ditions but provides high quality image data under brighter
light conditions. By sampling a single exposure (i.e., a single
photodiode charge) using both high and low sensitivity read-
out phases, the present invention allows for higher frame rate
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and reduced motion artifact compared to solutions which
require two separate exposures. This single exposure HDR
readout approach is also highly beneficial in applications,
such as X-Ray procedures, where a minimum number of
exposures is important (i.e., exposing patients to any more
X-ray doses than necessary can be harmful). A final HDR
image value is then generated for the single photodiode
charge by the readout (or other logic) circuit by processing the
readout signals generated during the multi-phase readout
operation using a selected data processing technique. In one
specific embodiment, the final HDR image value is generated
as a weighted average over the whole light range by adjusting
the measured high and low sensitivity image values for each
photodiode charge using a weighting formula, and then com-
bining the adjusted values. Alternatively, the high sensitivity
image data value may be utilized (alone) as the final HDR
image value for photodiode charges below a predetermined
light threshold, and using the low sensitivity image value as
the final HDR image value for photodiode charges above that
light threshold.

According to an aspect of the present invention, the internal
charge amplifier of each pixel is implemented using a com-
mon-source configuration in which the two or more charge-
to-voltage amplifier capacitors form a feedback of the com-
mon-source amplifier. Specifically, each pixel is coupled to a
shared current source by way of a column signal line, and
utilizes the supplied column current to convert from charge to
voltage and to amplify the charge generated on the pixel’s
photodiode in response to a received image portion. The
photodiode charge is coupled in an inverted manner to the
signal line while being converted to two or more separate
output voltages by high sensitivity capacitor and low sensi-
tivity capacitor, which are coupled between the signal line
and the photodiode. By implementing the charge amplifier
utilizing a common source configuration, the resulting ampli-
fier circuit is made small and simple, thereby maximizing
pixel fill-factor and reducing yield loss. By utilizing one
current source per column of pixels, the present invention
reduces power consumption over conventional large area
arrays that use integrator-type amplifier circuits. Accord-
ingly, the present invention provides an arrangement that is
suitable for producing low cost, large area, high resolution
HDR CMOS image sensors having high end analog perfor-
mance (i.e., low noise and high linearity) that are optimal, for
example, for use in medical applications.

In accordance with an embodiment of the present inven-
tion, the charge amplifier includes an NMOS transistor that is
coupled between the signal line and ground by way of a select
transistor. By referencing both the photodiode and the NMOS
amplifier transistor to the same local ground potential, the
gate-to-source noise in the NMOS amplifier transistor is
made very low, thereby facilitating high end analog perfor-
mance.

In accordance with a disclosed specific embodiment of the
present invention, each pixel includes minimal internal cir-
cuitry that operates in conjunction with the select transistor to
facilitate pre-integration, integration and multiple readout
operating phases. The internal circuitry includes a pull-up
transistor connected between the system voltage (V) and
the gate terminal of the NMOS amplifier transistor, a transfer
gate transistor connected between the photodiode and the
gate terminal of the NMOS (amplifier) transistor, and a reset
transistor is connected in parallel with the charge amplifier
between the select transistor and the gate terminal of the
NMOS (amplifier) transistor. During the pre-integration
phase, the select transistor, transfer gate transistor, and reset
transistor are turned on, thereby opening a path between the
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signal line and the photodiode to facilitate charging (reset-
ting) the photodiode charge using a voltage generated across
the NMOS amplifier transistor (i.e., the gate-to-source volt-
age of the common source NMOS transistor, which operates
as a diode when the reset transistor is turned on to couple the
gate and source of the NMOS transistor to the column current
source). Atthe beginning of the integration phase, the transfer
gate transistor is turned oft to isolate the photodiode, causing
the photodiode charge to decrease at a rate proportional to the
amount of received light (i.e., relatively bright light causes a
relatively rapid discharge, while relatively low light causes a
relatively slow discharge). The select and reset transistors are
turned off during the integration phase, and the pull-up tran-
sistor is turned on, thereby turning on the NMOS transistor to
prevent leakage through the transfer gate during the integra-
tion portion of the readout operation. In one embodiment, the
pull-up transistor is an NMOS transistor, and the select tran-
sistor is formed using an NMOS transistor connected in par-
allel with a PMOS transistor, where a select control signal is
applied to the gate terminal of said NMOS transistor, and an
inverse of said select control signal is applied to both a gate
terminal of said PMOS transistor and to the NMOS pull-up
transistor. Finally, a mode control NMOS transistor is pro-
vided to isolate the low sensitivity capacitor during the high
sensitivity readout phase. The entire internal pixel circuitry is
thus made small and simple, thereby maximizing pixel fill-
factor and reducing yield loss. Near the end of the integration
phase, the select transistor is turned on to re-activate the
charge amplifier. The reset transistor is then turned on and a
“reset level” readout signal (i.e., the signal generated by the
charge amplifier absent the influence of the photodiode
charge) is externally sampled. The high sensitivity readout
phase then begins by turning off the reset transistor and the
mode control transistor turning on the transfer gate transistor
to transfer the final photodiode charge from the photodiode to
the high sensitivity capacitor, thereby converting the photo-
diode charge to a high sensitivity voltage. The resulting high
sensitivity readout signal is then sampled by readout circuitry
connected to the signal line (i.e., external to the pixel). The
low sensitivity readout phase then begins by turning on the
mode control transistor, causing the photodiode charge to be
shared by the high sensitivity capacitor and the low sensitivity
capacitor, thereby generating a low sensitivity voltage. The
resulting low sensitivity readout signal is then sampled by the
readout circuitry connected to the signal line (i.e., external to
the pixel). The readout circuitry then generates a final HDR
image value for the photodiode charge using the “reset level”,
high sensitivity and low sensitivity readout values according
to one of the signal processing techniques mentioned above.

According to yet another embodiment of the present inven-
tion, the image sensor uses a partially pinned photodiode
(PPPD) structure including, in addition to an n-type photo-
diode implant region inside a p-type bulk, another shallow
p-doped layer, known as a pinning implant layer over most of
the n-type region. Only a small region surrounding the anode
contact is left without the pinning layer. The pinning layer is
grounded to the bulk. The n-type doping level is tuned such
that close to reset voltage level the depletion regions of the
two junctions, namely the n-type region junction with the
bulk, and the n-type junction with the pinning layer coincide
and leave the whole n-type region fully depleted, except for a
small region surrounding the contact. Because further change
in the anode voltage cannot modulate the depletion region in
the full depleted area (also known as the “pinned area”),
differential capacitance of the partially pinned photodiode
vastly dropped at the pinning voltage. Such PPPD structures
have the advantage of high capacitance for voltages lower
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than the pinning voltage, enabling large full well, and very
low capacitance at voltages near the reset voltage such that
kTC reset noise is minimized.

According to another embodiment of the invention, each
pixel includes multiple photodiodes that are coupled to the
MOS capacitors of the charge amplifier by associated transfer
gates. This arrangement facilitates reading one photodiode at
atime, or analog binning of two or more diodes, thus allowing
for a dual application of the CMOS image sensor (i.e., either
low resolution, high frame rate applications or high resolution
applications). The photodiodes are fabricated using a large
area format to improve fill-factor, but because the photodiode
charge is integrated on the low and high sensitivity capacitors
in feedback of the charge amplifier, high sensitivity is still
obtained.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

These and other features, aspects and advantages of the
present invention will become better understood with regard
to the following description, appended claims, and accompa-
nying drawings, where:

FIG. 1 is a simplified perspective diagram showing a
CMOS image sensor according to an embodiment of the
present invention;

FIG. 2 is a simplified circuit diagram showing a pixel of a
CMOS image sensor according to a specific embodiment of
the present invention;

FIGS. 3(A), 3(B), 3(C), 3(D) and 3(E) are timing diagrams
showing control signals transmitted to the pixel of FIG. 2
during operation;

FIGS. 4(A), 4(B), 4(C), 4(D) and 4(E) are simplified cir-
cuits diagram showing operating states within the pixel of
FIG. 2 during operation; and

FIG. 5 is a simplified circuit diagram showing a pixel of a
CMOS image sensor according to another specific embodi-
ment of the present invention;

FIG. 6 is a simplified circuit diagram showing a pixel of a
CMOS image sensor according to another specific embodi-
ment of the present invention; and

FIG. 7 is a simplified cross-sectional side view showing an
exemplary pinned photodiode utilized in accordance with
another specific embodiment of the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The present invention relates to an improvement in High
Dynamic Range (HDR) CMOS image sensors. The following
description is presented to enable one of ordinary skill in the
art to make and use the invention as provided in the context of
a particular application and its requirements. The terms
“coupled” and “connected”, which are utilized herein, are
defined as follows. The term “connected” is used to describe
a direct connection between two circuit elements, for
example, by way of a metal line formed in accordance with
normal integrated circuit fabrication techniques. In contrast,
the term “coupled” is used to describe either a direct connec-
tion or an indirect connection in a signal path between two
circuit elements. For example, two coupled elements may be
directly connected by way of a metal line, or indirectly con-
nected by way of an intervening circuit element (e.g., a
capacitor, resistor, inductor, or by way of the source/drain
terminals of a transistor). Various modifications to the pre-
ferred embodiment will be apparent to those with skill in the
art, and the general principles defined herein may be applied
to other embodiments. Therefore, the present invention is not
intended to be limited to the particular embodiments shown
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6

and described, but is to be accorded the widest scope consis-
tent with the principles and novel features herein disclosed.

FIG. 1 is a simplified diagram showing a single-exposure
HDR CMOS image sensor 100 formed in accordance with a
generalized embodiment of the present invention. CMOS
image sensor 100 is similar to conventional CMOS image
sensors in that it includes a pixel array 105 including pixels
110 arranged in rows and columns, and control/readout cir-
cuitry 102 that access, control and process signals received
from each of the pixels by way of associated metal lines
passing between the rows and columns of pixels 110. A sim-
plified pixel 110-13, which is exemplary of all pixels 110, is
shown in an enlarged fashion in the lower right portion of
FIG. 1. Similar to conventional CMOS image sensors, each
pixel 110 of CMOS image sensor 100 (e.g., pixel 110-13
includes at least one CMOS photodiode 120 and at least one
select transistor (switch) M34. CMOS photodiode 120 is
fabricated on a semiconductor (e.g. silicon) substrate using
known techniques, and is controlled by reset circuitry and
other control circuitry (omitted from FIG. 1 for illustrative
purposes) to generate a photodiode charge Q. at a (first)
node N1 in accordance with a corresponding image portion.
Select transistor M34 is connected between a signal line
109-1 and a (second) internal node N2 of pixel 110-13, and
receives a select control signal SEL during the read opera-
tions that couples node N2 to signal line 109-1. The multi-
phase read operations mentioned above are initiated using
select control signals and other control signals generated by
control/readout circuit 102 according to timing characteris-
tics described in further detail below, and transmitted to pixels
110 utilizing addressing schemes understood by those skilled
in the art.

According to an aspect of the present invention, column
current sources 107 supply a fixed column current on each
associated column signal line 109, and each pixel 110
includes an internal charge amplifier 130 that utilizes a com-
mon source configuration in which the supplied column cur-
rent is used to convert and amplify photodiode charge Qpp, to
voltage, and to transmit a corresponding amplified readout
voltage V . by way of the associated column signal lines
109 to control/readout circuit 102. For example, pixels 110-
10, 110-13 and 110-19 form a column that receives column
current [ -,; by way of associated column signal line 109-1,
with pixel 110-13 shown in the lower right portion of FIG. 1.
Charge amplifier 130 of pixel 110-13 is coupled between
nodes N1 and N2, and operates such that, during a read
operation in which select switch M34 is turned on to allow
current flow between signal line 109-1 and node N2, photo-
diode charge Q. at node N1 is converted to a voltage and
amplified by charge amplifier 130 to produce a corresponding
amplified output signal V .- in an associated portion (repre-
sented by a resistor in FIG. 1) of control/readout circuit 102
(i.e., the voltage at node N1 is set by gate-source voltage of
M1 and column current I.,,—it is considered a “virtual
ground” of charge amplifier 130). With this arrangement, for
example, when a relatively small amount of light is received
by photodiode 120, a proportionally low (or high) amplified
pixel output signal V 5, is received by readout circuitry 102
and converted to data identifying the relatively small amount
oflight. Conversely, when a relatively bright light is received
by photodiode 120, a corresponding a proportionally high (or
low) amplified pixel output signal V .- is generated that is
converted by readout circuitry 102 to data identifying the
relatively bright light. As illustrated by the examples set forth
below, by implementing charge amplifier 130 utilizing this
common source configuration, the resulting amplifier circuit
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is made small and simple, thereby maximizing pixel fill-
factor and reducing yield loss.

According to another aspect of the present invention, each
charge amplifier 130 in pixels 110 includes two different
charge-to-voltage conversion capacitors that are utilized in
conjunction with a mode control circuit to measure a single
photodiode charge Q,,, during a multi-phase readout opera-
tion. In the embodiment shown in FIG. 1, charge amplifier
130 of pixel 110-13 includes two capacitors: a high sensitivity
(first) capacitor C1 that is connected between nodes N1 and
N2, and a low sensitivity (second) capacitor C2 that is
coupled to node N1 by way of NMOS mode control transistor
M10. High sensitivity capacitor C1 has a lower capacitance
than low sensitivity capacitor C2, and therefore has a higher
conversion gain (sensitivity). Conversely, low sensitivity
capacitor C2 has a higher capacitance than capacitor C1, and
therefore a lower conversion gain (sensitivity). The effective
capacitance of charge amplifier 130 is controlled by coupling/
de-coupling low sensitivity C2 from node N1 by way of mode
control transistor M10, which is activated (turned on) and
de-activated (turned off) by a mode control signal SEN gen-
erated by control circuit 102A. As indicated by block 202
located in the top right portion of FIG. 1, with this arrange-
ment, the high sensitivity readout phase involves de-activat-
ing mode control signal SEN such that low sensitivity capaci-
tor C2 is de-coupled from node N1, and then sampling
photodiode charge Q,,, which at this point is stored only on
capacitor C1. Subsequently, as indicated by block 204, the
low sensitivity readout phase involves activating mode con-
trol signal SEN such that low sensitivity capacitor C2 is
coupled to node N1 (i.e., in parallel with capacitor C1), which
causes photodiode charge Q », to be stored on both capacitors
C1 and C2, and then re-sampling photodiode charge Q.
The high sensitivity readout phase provides detailed low light
condition data but is saturated under brighter light conditions,
and the low sensitivity readout phase provides weak data
under low light conditions but provides high quality image
data under brighter light conditions. By sampling a single
exposure (i.e., photodiode charge Q) using both high and
low sensitivity readout phases (i.e., using only high sensitiv-
ity capacitor C1 during one phase, and then using low sensi-
tivity capacitor C2 during the second phase), the present
invention allows for higher frame rate and reduced motion
artifact compared to solutions which require two separate
exposures. This single exposure HDR readout approach is
also highly beneficial in applications, such as X-Ray proce-
dures, where a minimum number of exposures is important
(i.e., exposing patients to any more X-ray doses than neces-
sary can be harmful).

According to another aspect of the present invention, a final
HDR image value is then generated for photodiode charge
Qpp utilizing at least one of the two readout voltages pro-
duced during the high sensitivity readout phase and the low
sensitivity readout phase. Referring to the lower left portion
of FIG. 1, in one embodiment readout circuit 102B is config-
ured to read and store a high sensitivity readout value
Vourrr sex (block 212) during the high sensitivity readout
phase, to read and store a low sensitivity readout value
Vourro_sen (block 214) during the low sensitivity readout
phase, and to then to generate a final HDR image value using
values Voo r sen@dVor 6 spn (block 216) according
to a predetermined signal processing technique. For example,
the final HDR image value is generated by adjusting one or
both of high sensitivity image value V727 szy and low
sensitivity image value V7.0 sea 1D accordance with a
predetermined weighting formula, and then combining the
adjusted values to generate final HDR image value as a
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weighted average over the whole light range. According to an
alternative signal processing technique, high sensitivity
image data value Vpp, 5y gpy 18 utilized (alone) as the final
HDR image value for photodiode charges below a predeter-
mined light threshold, and low sensitivity image value
Vepro sen 1s utilized as the final HDR image value for
photodiode charges above that light threshold.

According to an embodiment of the present invention,
photodiode 120 of each pixel 110 is formed such that the
diode capacitance of each photodiode is non-linear (i.e., such
that each photodiode’s differential capacitance is very low at
the reset level to reduce kTC noise, and is much higher for
lower voltages in order to have high full well capacitance). In
accordance with a specific embodiment, in order to achieve
this goal, photodiode 120 is formed using a partially pinned
photodiode (PPPD) structure, such as that depicted in FIG. 7.
PPPD 120 is formed by doped regions implanted into sub-
strate 101 and includes, in addition to an n-type photodiode
implant region 122 formed inside a p-type bulk region 121,
another shallow p-doped layer, known as a pinning implant
layer 123, which is disposed over most of n-type region 122
and is ground to bulk region 121. N-type region 122 includes
a small region 122A that bypasses pinning implant layer 123
and contacts N+ anode contact 125. As indicated by the
shaded “Fully Depleted Zone” portion of FIG. 7, the n-type
doping level is tuned such that, close to the reset voltage level,
the depletion regions of the two junctions, namely the n-type
region junction with the bulk, and the n-type junction with the
pinning layer coincide and leave the whole n-type region fully
depleted, except for a small region surrounding the contact.
Because further change in the anode voltage cannot modulate
the depletion region in the full depleted area (also known as
the “pinned area”), differential capacitance of the partially
pinned photodiode vastly drop at the pinning voltage. Such
PPPD structures have the advantage of high capacitance for
voltages lower than the pinning voltage, enabling large full
well, and very low capacitance at voltages near the reset
voltage such that kKTC reset noise is minimized.

According to the exemplary embodiment of as indicated by
pixel 110-13 in FIG. 1, charge amplifier 130 includes an
NMOS amplifier transistor M1 connected between (second)
node N2 and ground (first voltage source), with its gate ter-
minal coupled to the first node N1, and a MOS capacitor C
connected between nodes N1 and N2 (i.e., between the gate
and drain terminals of NMOS amplifier transistor M1). With
this particular arrangement, photodiode charge Q. is
applied to the gate terminal of NMOS transistor M1. NMOS
transistor M1 thus functions as an amplifier with a closed-
loop capacitive feedback its source terminal (connected to
ground) serving as a positive input and its gate terminal serv-
ing as a negative input terminal and “virtual ground” node.
The only minor changes in gate voltage of NMOS transistor
M1 are due to finite gain of the common source amplifier
implemented by NMOS transistor M1. For example, to pro-
duce a given change “X” on signal line 109-1, the charge on
node N1 needs to change by X/A, where A is the open loop
gain of charge amplifier 130. Since the gate voltage of NMOS
transistor M1 stays almost constant, the charge on node N1 is
coupled in an inverted manner to node N2 while being con-
verted to voltage through capacitor C1 (or capacitors C1 and
C2), which are selectively coupled between signal line and
photo-diode (i.e., the feedback of the common source ampli-
fier) in the manner described herein. By implementing charge
amplifier 130 utilizing NMOS amplifier transistor M1 con-
figured in this manner, amplification of photodiode charge
Qpp 1s achieved with minimal circuitry, thereby maximizing
pixel fill-factor and reducing yield loss. In addition, by refer-
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encing both photodiode 120 and NMOS transistor M1 to the
same local ground potential, the gate-to-source noise in the
NMOS transistor M1 is minimized, thereby facilitating high
end analog performance.

FIG. 2 is a simplified circuit diagram showing a pixel 110A
of'a CMOS image sensor formed in accordance with a spe-
cific embodiment of the present invention. Pixel 110A is
utilized, for example, in place of pixel 110-13 in FIG. 1, and
is addressed by corresponding control/readout circuitry simi-
lar to that described above with reference to FIG. 1. Pixel
110A includes a select switch M34A, a photodiode 120, and
acharge amplifier 130 that are connected to a signal line 109A
and arranged in a manner similar to that described above with
reference to pixel 110-13 (described above with reference to
FIG. 1), and includes internal circuitry (described below) that
operates in conjunction with select transistor M34A to facili-
tate pre-integration, integration and readout operating phases,
which are also described below. The additional internal cir-
cuitry of pixel 110-13 includes an NMOS pull-up transistor
M2 connected between system voltage V,,, and the gate
terminal of NMOS (amplifier) transistor M1, an NMOS trans-
fer gate transistor M5 connected between the photodiode 120
and the gate terminal of NMOS amplifier transistor M1, and
an NMOS reset transistor M9 is connected in parallel with the
charge amplifier between the select transistor and the gate
terminal of NMOS amplifier transistor M1.

The operation of pixel 110A, which is described below
with reference to the timing diagrams provided in FIGS. 3(A)
to 3(E), involves transmitting control signals to select switch
M34A, reset transistor M9, transfer gate transistor M5, and
mode control transistor M10. In the present embodiment,
select switch M34A is formed by an NMOS transistor M4
connected in parallel with a PMOS transistor M3, where a
select control signal SEL (e.g., described below with refer-
ence to FIG. 3(C)) is applied to the gate terminal of NMOS
transistor M4, and control signal SEL-B (i.e., “SEL-bar”, or
the inverse of control signal SEL) is applied to both the gate
terminal of PMOS transistor M3 and to the NMOS pull-up
transistor M2. NMOS reset transistor M9 is controlled by a
reset control signal RST (described below with reference to
FIG. 3(A)), and NMOS transfer gate transistor M5 is con-
trolled by a transfer gate control signal TX (described below
with reference to FIG. 3(B)).

Asindicated at the top of FIG. 3(A), each readout operation
of pixel 110A includes a pre-integration (PI) phase, an inte-
gration phase, and a readout phase. These operating phases
are described below with reference to FIGS. 4(A) to 4(E),
which show corresponding operating states of the various
transistors of pixel 110A during the associated operating
phases.

Referring to the left side of FIGS. 3(A) to 3(D), during the
pre-integration phase of operation (i.e., between time T0 and
T1), each of reset control signal RST, transfer gate control
signal TX, select control signal SEL, and mode control signal
SEN are toggled high. As indicated in FIG. 4(A), these high
control signals cause select switch M34A, transfer gate tran-
sistor M5, reset transistor M9 and mode control transistor
M10 to turn on, thereby opening a path between signal line
109A and photodiode 120 that facilitates charging (resetting)
photodiode 120 to an initial photodiode charge Q, using a
voltage across photodiode of about 1V. In this operating state,
the gate and drain of NMOS amplifier transistor M1 are
maintained at essentially the same voltage (i.e., there is no
voltage drop across reset transistor M9), and NMOS amplifier
transistor M1 functions as a diode (i.e., the gate-to-source
voltage of common source NMOS amplifier transistor M1,
when it is connected in diode configuration via reset transistor
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M9 (on) and charged by column current source 107 A, gener-
ates a fixed “diode” voltage of approximately 1V at nodes N1
and N2). Note that by keeping the “diode” voltage V-, (e.g.,
approximately 1V) applied to photodiode 120 during the reset
phase below VDD provides two main advantages over con-
ventional systems that reset using VDD or other higher volt-
ages. First, resetting photodiode 120 is done by a limited
column current, so a large current spike while resetting a row
of pixels is prevented (this is especially important in large
arrays). Second, as discussed below with reference to the
readout phase, because the readout (output) voltages are
higher that the “reset level” output voltage (which is equal to
the “diode” voltage), the low reset level provided by the
“diode” voltage provides a large voltage window for signal
voltage range. This large voltage range allows for a high
resolution A/D circuit to sample the pixel output. Note also
that the high select control signal SEL requires that inverse
control signal SEL-B is low, thereby turning oft pull-up tran-
sistor M2.

Referring again to FIGS. 3(A) to 3(D), at the beginning of
the integration phase (at time T1), each of reset control signal
RST, transfer gate control signal TX, mode control signal
SEN and select control signal SEL are toggled low. Referring
to FIG. 4(B), these low control signals cause select switch
M34A, transfer gate transistor M5, and reset transistor M9 to
turn off, thereby isolating photodiode 120, causing photo-
diode charge Qpp, (i.e., the photodiode charge early in the
integration phase) to decrease at a rate proportional to the
amount of received light (i.e., relatively bright light causes a
relatively rapid discharge, while relatively low light causes a
relatively slow discharge). In addition, with select switch
M34A turned off, the pull-up transistor M2 is turned on,
thereby turning on the NMOS amplifier transistor M1 to
prevent leakage through the transfer gate M5 during the inte-
gration phase.

A “reset level” reading is then performed near the end of
the integration phase. Referring again to FIG. 3(C), after a
portion the integration phase has elapsed (i.e., at time T2),
select control signal SEL toggles high to turn on select switch
M34A, thereby re-activating charge amplifier 130A (i.e., cou-
pling node N2 to signal line 109A). Note that this action
causes pull-up transistor M2 to turn off. A short time later
(time T3, FIG. 3(A)), reset control signal RST toggles high to
turn on reset transistor M9, thereby charging the gate-to-
source voltage of NMOS amplifier transistor M1 (node N1)
according to the column current source level by way of select
switch M34A and reset transistor M9, as depicted in FIG.
4(C). Note again that NMOS amplifier transistor M1 func-
tions as a diode, and the pixel’s “reset level” output signal
Voourrs at this time is equal to the “diode” voltage (i.e.,
approximately 1V). The “reset level” output signal V 577 zs
varies from pixel to pixel due to the Vt variation of NMOS
transistors M1 from pixel to pixel. However, performing a
reset read operation before each multi-phase readout opera-
tion provides a correlated pixel value (i.e., the difference
between the “signal level” and the “reset level” value). That
is, a higher “diode” voltage (“reset level” value) will result in
a higher “signal level” values (i.e., the high and low sensitiv-
ity readout signals) for the same amount of light collected by
a given photodiode, and a lower “diode” voltage will result in
lower “signal level” values for the same amount of light
collected by that photodiode. A reset sample/hold operation
“S&H-RESET” is performed between time T4 and T5 (see
FIG. 3(E)) while reset signal RST is asserted, and then reset
control signal RST is toggled low (time T6, FIG. 3(A)).

The multi-phase readout phase of the operation is then
performed to read “signal level” values associated with a final
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photodiode charge Q ., stored on photodiode 120 in response
to the light received during the integration phase. Referring to
FIG. 3(B), transfer gate control signal TX is asserted at the
beginning of the high sensitivity readout phase (time T7),
which turns on transfer gate M5 to couple photodiode 120 to
node N1 (see FIG. 4(D)). A predetermined time period is
allowed for transferring photodiode charge Q,,; (i.e., the
photodiode charge on photodiode at time T7) to capacitor C1,
which in turn controls NMOS amplifier transistor M1 to
generate high sensitivity readout signal V p /7577 sz 00 Sig-
nal line 109A. A high sensitivity sample/hold operation
“S&H-HI_SEN”is performed between times T9 and T10 (see
FIG. 3(E)) while mode control signal SEN remains low (i.e.,
mode control transistor M10 remains off). Referring to FIG.
3(E), mode control signal SEN is asserted at the beginning of
the low sensitivity readout phase (time T11), which turns on
mode control transistor M10 to couple capacitor C2 to node
N1 (see FIG. 4(D)). A predetermined time period is allowed
for the transferred photodiode charge to be distributed
between (i.e., shared by) capacitors C1 and C2, which in turn
generates low sensitivity readout signal V7.7 o szp 0N Sig-
nal line 109A. A low sensitivity sample/hold operation
“S&H-LO_SEN” is performed between times T12 and T13
(see F1G. 3(E)) while mode control signal SEN remains high
(i.e., mode control transistor M10 remains turned on). Sub-
sequently, mode control signal SEN is de-asserted at time T14
(FIG. 3(D)), and then select control signal SEL is subse-
quently de-asserted (time T15; see FIG. 3(C)) to end the
multi-phase readout operation.

FIG. 5 is a simplified circuit diagram showing a pixel 110B
of'a CMOS image sensor formed in accordance with another
specific embodiment of the present invention, and is utilized,
for example, in place of pixel 110-13 in FIG. 1. Pixel 110B
includes a select switch M34B, an NMOS amplifier transistor
M1, an NMOS pull-up transistor M2, and a reset transistor
M9 that are arranged and operate substantially as described
above with reference to pixel 110A, so further description of
these elements is omitted for brevity.

According to an aspect of the embodiment shown in FIG. 5,
charge amplifier 130B includes two high sensitivity MOS
capacitors C11 and C12 that are connected in a back-to-back
(parallel) arrangement between the drain and gate terminals
of NMOS transistor M1 (e.g., between the signal line 109-1
and photodiode 120), and two high-sensitivity MOS capaci-
tors C21 and C22 that are connected in a back-to-back (par-
allel) arrangement between transistor M10 and the drain of
NMOS transistor M1. By implementing at least one of the
high sensitivity capacitor (e.g., capacitor C1 shown in FIG. 1)
and the low sensitivity capacitor (e.g., capacitor C2 shown in
FIG. 1) using two or more MOS capacitors in a back-to-back
arrangement, CMOS image sensors formed in accordance
with present invention exhibit excellent voltage linearity on
pixel output voltage V ,, 7, compared to conventional pixels
that use diode capacitance for charge integration, or com-
pared to embodiments of the present invention that use single
capacitors.

According to another aspect of the embodiment shown in
FIG. 5, pixel 110B includes multiple photodiodes 120-1 to
120-4 that are coupled to node N1 by associated transfer gates
MS5 to M8. This arrangement facilitates reading one photo-
diode at a time (i.e., sequentially reading photodiodes 120-1
to 120-4 by sequentially turning on transfer gates M5 to M8
during four separate readout operations), or by the analog
binning of two or more diodes (e.g., reading photodiodes
120-1 and 120-2 by turning on transfer gates M5 and M6
while transfer gates M7 and M8 are turned off, and then
reading photodiodes 120-3 and 120-4 by turning on transfer
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gates M7 and M8 while transfer gates M5 and M6 are turned
of?), thus allowing for a dual application of the CMOS image
sensor (i.e., either low resolution, high frame rate applications
or high resolution applications). Photodiodes 120-1 to 120-4
are fabricated using a large area format to improve fill-factor,
but because their respective photodiode charges are inte-
grated on capacitors C11 to C22 in the manner described
above, high sensitivity is still obtained.

Although the present invention has been described with
respect to certain specific embodiments, it will be clear to
those skilled in the art that the inventive features of the present
invention are applicable to other embodiments as well, all of
which are intended to fall within the scope of the present
invention. For instance, although the present invention is
described with reference to certain charge amplifier circuit
arrangements, those skilled in the art will recognize that
equivalent charge amplifier circuits may be utilized that
intended to fall within the spirit and scope of the claims,
unless otherwise limited. For example, as indicated by CMOS
image sensor 100C in FIG. 6, where a charge amplifier 130C
includes an additional mode control transistor M11 may be
implemented between node N1 and high sensitivity capacitor
C13 and controlled by a separate mode control signal SEN1 to
isolate capacitor C1, for example, during the low sensitivity
readout phase. Note that low sensitivity capacitor C23
remains coupled between nodes N1 and N2 by way of mode
control transistor M10, which is controlled by mode control
signal SEN in the manner describe above, and all remaining
gates and control signals operate in the manner described
above.

The invention claimed is:

1. A CMOS image sensor comprising:

at least one current source for generating a predetermined

signal current on a signal line; and

a first pixel including:

a photodiode connected between a first voltage source and

a first node; and

a select transistor connected between the signal line and a

second node;

a charge amplifier coupled between the first node and the

second node, the charge amplifier including:

a first capacitor coupled between the first and second
nodes;

a second capacitor having a first terminal connected to
the second node; and

a mode control transistor connected between the first
node and the second capacitor; and

means for controlling the mode control transistor such that:

during a first readout phase, the second capacitor is
de-coupled from the first node and a photodiode
charge generated by the photodiode during an inte-
gration period preceding the first readout phase is
stored on the first capacitor, and

during a second readout phase, the second capacitor is
coupled to the first node such that at least a portion of
the photodiode charge is stored on the second capaci-
tor.

2. The CMOS image sensor of claim 1, further comprising
means for generating a final HDR image value by processing
a first readout signal generated on the signal line during the
first readout phase and a second readout signal generated on
the signal line during the second readout phase.

3. The CMOS image sensor of claim 1,

wherein the first capacitor has a first capacitance and the

second transistor has a second capacitance, and
wherein the first capacitance is lower than the second
capacitance.
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4. The CMOS image sensor of claim 1, wherein the first
capacitor is connected between the first and second nodes;
such that, during the second readout phase, both the first and
second capacitors are coupled to the first node in parallel,
whereby the photodiode charge generated is stored by both
the first capacitor and the second capacitor.

5. The CMOS image sensor of claim 1, wherein the charge
amplifier further comprises an NMOS amplifier transistor
having a first terminal connected to the second node, a second
terminal connected to the first voltage source, and a gate
terminal coupled to the first node.

6. The CMOS image sensor of claim 1,

wherein the first capacitor comprises at least one MOS

capacitor connected between the first node and the sec-
ond node,

wherein the second capacitor comprises at least one MOS

capacitor connected between the mode control transistor
and the second node, and

wherein the mode control transistor comprises an NMOS

transistor.
7. The CMOS image sensor of claim 1, wherein the charge
amplifier further comprises an NMOS amplifier transistor
having a first terminal connected to the second node, a second
terminal connected to the first voltage source, and a gate
terminal coupled to the first node.
8. The CMOS image sensor of claim 1, wherein the first
pixel further comprises a transfer gate connected between the
photodiode and the first node.
9. The CMOS image sensor of claim 8,
wherein the first pixel further comprises a pull-up transis-
tor connected between a second voltage source and the
gate terminal of the NMOS amplifier transistor, and

wherein the CMOS image sensor further comprises means
for turning on the pull-up transistor when said select
transistor is turned off, whereby the NMOS amplifier
transistor is turned on to prevent leakage through the
transfer gate during an integration period.

10. The CMOS image sensor of claim 9, wherein said
means for turning on the pull-up transistor comprises means
for applying an inverse of said select control signal to a gate
terminal of said pull-up transistor.

11. The CMOS image sensor of claim 1, wherein said first
pixel further comprising a reset transistor connected between
the first and second nodes, thus coupling the first and second
nodes to cause said NMOS amplifier to form a diode when
said reset transistor is turned on.

12. The CMOS image sensor of claim 1, wherein the first
pixel further comprises a plurality of photodiodes and a plu-
rality of transfer gates, each of said plurality of transfer gates
being connected between an associated one of said plurality
of photodiodes and the charge amplifier.

13. The CMOS image sensor of claim 12, further compris-
ing means for simultaneously turning on all of said plurality
of transfer gates to transfer charges from all of said plurality
of'photodiodes to the charge amplifier during a first operating
mode, and for sequentially turning on each of said plurality of
transfer gates to transfer individual charges from each of said
plurality of photodiodes to the charge amplifier during a
second operating mode.

14. The CMOS image sensor of claim 1, further comprising
a plurality of second pixels arranged with the first pixel in a
column, wherein each of said plurality of second pixels is
connected to said at least one current source by way of said
signal line.

15. The CMOS image sensor of claim 1, wherein the pho-
todiode comprises a partially pinned photodiode structure
including an n-type implant formed in a P-type bulk region
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and a P-type pinning layer formed over a portion ofthe n-type
implant where a region surrounding the anode contact is left
without the pinning layer.

16. A CMOS image sensor comprising a control/readout
circuit and a plurality of pixels,

wherein each pixel comprises:

a photodiode connected between a first voltage source
and a first node; and
a select transistor connected between a signal line and a
second node;
acharge amplifier coupled between the first node and the
second node, the charge amplifier including:
a first capacitor connected between the first and sec-
ond nodes;
a second capacitor having a first terminal connected to
the second node; and
a mode control transistor connected between the first
node and the second capacitor, and
wherein the control circuit includes means for de-acti-
vating the mode control transistor during a first read-
out phase such that the second capacitor is de-coupled
from the first node and a charge generated by the
photodiode is stored only on the first capacitor, and for
activating the mode control transistor during a second
readout phase such that the second capacitor is
coupled to the first node and the charge generated by
the photodiode is stored by both the first capacitor and
the second capacitor.

17. The CMOS image sensor of claim 16, further compris-
ing means for generating a final HDR image value by pro-
cessing a first readout signal generated on the signal line
during the first readout phase and a second readout signal
generated on the signal line during the second readout phase.

18. The CMOS image sensor of claim 16, further compris-
ing means for generating a predetermined column voltage by
charging, through a column current, a gate-to-source voltage
of'the NMOS amplifier transistor, whereby the reset transistor
is turned on which connects NMOS amplifier transistor in a
diode configuration.

19. The CMOS image sensor of claim 16, wherein the first
pixel further comprises:

a transfer gate connected between the at least one photo-

diode and the first node; and

a reset transistor between the first and second nodes,

wherein the reset transistor connects the NMOS ampli-
fier transistor in a diode configuration while turned on.
20. The CMOS image sensor of claim 16,
wherein the first pixel further comprises a pull-up transis-
tor connected between a second voltage source and the
gate terminal of the NMOS amplifier transistor, and

wherein the CMOS image sensor further comprises means
for turning on the pull-up transistor when said select
transistor is turned off, whereby the NMOS amplifier
transistor is turned on to prevent leakage through the
transfer gate during an integration period.

21. A CMOS image sensor comprising:

an array including pixels arranged in a plurality of col-

umns, each said column including an associated group
of said pixels;
a plurality of signal lines;
a control/readout circuit, and
a plurality of current sources, each current source onto one
of said signal lines of said plurality of signal lines,

wherein each pixel of a first associated group of said pixels
is connected to an associated signal line of said plurality
of signal lines, and each pixel includes:
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a partially pinned photodiode coupled between a first
voltage source and a first node; and
a select transistor connected between said associated
signal line and a second node;
acharge amplifier coupled between the first node and the
second node, the charge amplifier including:
a first capacitor coupled between the first and second
nodes;
a second capacitor having a first terminal connected to
the second node; and
a mode control transistor connected between the first
node and the second capacitor,
wherein the control/readout circuit comprises:
means for de-activating the mode control transistor of
said each pixel during a first readout phase such that
the second capacitor is de-coupled from the first node
and a charge generated by the photodiode is stored
only on the first capacitor, and for activating the mode
control transistor of said each pixel during a second
readout phase such that the second capacitor is
coupled to the first node and the charge generated by
the photodiode is stored by both the first capacitor and
the second capacitor; and means for generating a final
HDR image value by processing a first readout signal
generated on said associated signal line during the
first readout phase and a second readout signal gen-
erated on said associated signal line during the second
readout phase.
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